
POLICY / COMMUNITY AFFAIRS SUBCOMMITTEE MEETING

NOVEMBER 2, 2009

Oliver Administration Building

Present

Subcommittee:   Diana Campbell, Chair, Denise Arsenault and John

Bento (6:37)

School Committee and Administration:  Karen Lynch, John Saviano

(6:45), Edward Mara, Melinda Thies, Don Rebello and Guy Murgo

Guests:  Ann Marie Roy and Maria Ursini (Warren and Bristol

Substance Abuse Prevention Task Forces)

Diana Campbell called the meeting to order at 6:35 PM.  

Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag

Approval of Minutes

MOTION:  Denise Arsenault motioned to approve the minutes to the

October 6, 2009 meeting; John Bento seconded.  Diana requested an

edit in the Student Outreach notations--“Diana stated that the

Chemical Health Policy involvesd students.”  The correction will be

noted and recorded.  The motion to approve as amended passed by a

vote of 2 to 0. 



Chemical Health Policy

The updates to the proposed policy developed by Ann Marie Roy and

Maria Ursini in collaboration with high school administration and

students were reviewed, as well as statistics on drug use/exposure,

chemical health documents from North Kingstown, Barrington and

Portsmouth, and a research article on drug prevention programs. 

Don explained that in Massachusetts, the Interscholastic League

requires such a policy for its members; implementation of this policy

resulted in a decrease in violations over time.  He also said the Mt.

Hope students, in a recent forum, made it clear they felt this policy

invades their personal rights; Don disagrees, if an athlete is

representing our school, we have a right to certain expectations.  

Guy Murgo added that changes were made to equalize the

consequences regardless of the extra-curricular activity a student is

involved in.  Guy’s past experience as a teacher and counselor at

Butler Hospital prompted concern to include assistance in the

consequences.  Maria and Ann Marie said it was not their intention to

single out athletes; other communities are working on this same

issue. 

Melinda asked how off-campus infractions are discovered and

consequences chosen, and that an unbiased and fair process is

essential.  Don explained either a documented piece of evidence,

such as a police arrest for possession, or often times by admission of



the student upon questioning.  Other students who were present

would not be asked for information, but parents who were there

would be reliable.  

The Committee then discussed whether this policy should be a

School Committee policy or something for the student handbook with

a very brief, and general, School Committee policy to support it.  The

following points were brought up:  the handbook supersedes School

Committee policy, the Committee’s job is to set direction and the

school’s job is to implement it; policies must be reviewed regularly

and can unduly handcuff those who must implement them; RIDE does

not provide guidelines in this area; we must be careful about

monitoring this policy; high school administration should do the

development of this policy; we should review the practices of other

successful districts.  

Denise had researched the CDC’s point of view on this matter; they

have published a document on what works to change behaviors and

she feels we need to put protective factors in place, we need to look

beyond Rhode Island and New England and suggested a brief policy

stating we promote healthy behavior and want to see inappropriate

behaviors addressed.  Denise made the following statement:

“I will not support a policy which is punitive. I believe that

punishment is an antiquated and ineffective means of controlling

human behavior in schools. It is neither caring nor does its exclusive



use change behavior.

We have learned from scientific and educational research about

suggested strategies to change behavior. I believe we can do far

better than this policy, regardless of the uninformed advice of the

well intentioned people who make up the Substance Abuse Task

Forces which promote such a policy.

Nearly two years ago, this district invested a considerable sum of

money to send nearly a dozen district personnel, including

administrators and staff, to observe an award winning high school in

Illinois. I have read their student guidebook and co-curricular

handbook. In it athletes are held to a higher standard of conduct, but

no participation (sports included) is threatened as severely as the

policy before us proposes to do, whether for misconduct or academic

failure.

I highly recommend that MHHS commence the formation of a Task

Force which will commit to changing the culture of the school to

include the philosophy and means suggested by the Adelai

Stevenson HS community, in order to not only show their care and

concern about students, but to practice what is known and

recognized by the Department of Education of the United States as

excellent high school programming.

Thank you for your consideration of this viewpoint.”



Denise also stated that when we look at high school reform we look at

how to improve attitudes and behavior; she would like to see more

kids involved in more things at school; taking away privileges is a

much better approach to dealing with infractions; she recommends

looking at how the State of Maine handles the issue.  

Diana also feels there is a place for intervention.  Ann Marie and Maria

said the policy they started working with came from MHRH; all the

other communities us the same guide as we do and we all work

together.  Bristol has a grant with 14 other communities in RI which

all meet to share information.  

John Bento believes the Committee should have a generic policy that

coincides with the handbook, the handbook should not supersede

policy; he recommends the formation of a handbook revision

committee including a School Committee representative, SADD, as

well as someone from student leadership because buy-in is more

probable if the target groups are involved in development.  Diana

agreed with a more positive approach and that the policy be in the

handbook rather than at the Committee level.  

Denise said the Adlai Stevenson policy has consequences as well as

supports.  Don commented that Stevenson’s policy is about 50%

more stringent that this one; they have a system in place to offer

privileges to students and their philosophy is proactivity to prevent



problems like substance abuse.  

Don also thought it prudent to get a vote of confidence from the

Committee to take to his handbook committee; they are not

advocating establishment of a generic policy.  Diana believes the

School Committee has a responsibility not just to students who make

wrong decisions, but also by stating “This is not good, this is not

tolerated” it makes it easier for parents to place limits and ban

alcohol at parties and in turn makes it easier for students to resist

involvement in potentially dangerous activities.  Guy added that for

most kids, this is a validating process.  Don said it will make kids who

may be on the cusp think.

Melinda said the policy for on-campus infractions should mesh with

the policy for off-campus infractions; we should provide supports for

students and rather than losing a privilege, perhaps require them to

give something back in the form of community service in addition to a

punishment.  Karen Lynch feels that participation in activities such as

sports and band are privileges and these students are looked up to,

both on and off school property; kids need consequences for their

actions and as a parent, she supports this policy, she wants her child

to think twice before going to a party; she firmly supports proactivity. 

John Saviano mentioned that one of the newer teachers at the high

school told him the student behavior had improved over the past year



and John believes we are starting to see results; he agrees with John

Bento and thinks a Committee policy should be as simple, short and

general as possible.  

Guy cautioned against School Committee involvement in the annual

handbook committee review, as it becomes a School

Committee-driven effort.  John Bento explained a Committee member

could be involved only to provide information.  Guy responded that

students are involved because they are part of the school community

and ultimately the decision rests with high school administration. 

Diana added that all policies come at the recommendation of the

Superintendent and the School Committee has opportunity to

comment at the School Committee meeting.  

Denise reiterated she does not believe this is best practice; she

would like to see a handbook that promotes a positive, supportive

culture.  Don said the High School would rather be proactive and we

need to have consequences; all schools are doing it to provide the

incentive to comply.  As for the students who do not participate in

any extra-curricular activities, there is nothing that can be done;

District Counsel would be consulted. 

MOTION:  Denise Arsenault motioned to continue discussion of this

issue to create a School Committee policy.  John Bento seconded;

the motion passed by a vote of 3 to 0.



MOTION:  John Bento motioned to provide a vote of confidence for

High School administration and District administration to develop a

handbook policy that balances punitive with preventative and

supportive measures.  Denise Arsenault seconded for the sake of

discussion.  

Denise still believes the Committee should be voting on whether they

believe in this or not; there are very serious concerns for drug and

alcohol abuse and this is not the root to take; she believes we should

pursue a more far-reaching philosophy.  Maria Ursini said they want

to support administration and want to share with them what is out

there.  The motion to approve passed by a vote of 2 to 1 with Denise

opposed.

Guy Murgo commented there is a daily after school gym supervisor at

the high school who watches 15 to 35 students do healthy activities;

this is supported by a $4000 grant from the Task Force.  This is a

supportive measure and provides a place for kids to go after school

and has been extremely successful on all accounts; also, the Task

Force does many other supportive activities such as the pre-prom

dinner.  

Student Representatives on the School Committee

Marj McBride and Ed will be at “Office Hours” tomorrow.  Don has

been posting meeting agendas.  Ed reported that of his Rhode Island



peers, 4 districts have student reps on their School Committees; this

is an informal arrangement and none have policies.  Our students

know they are welcome to attend all meetings and if we have a formal

policy, we may have to go chasing kids.  

Diana agrees no policy is necessary.  At the last full Committee

meeting the Committee was split in their opinion; it should be

between the administrators and the outreach subcommittee how to

proceed.  John Saviano believes the School Committee is getting too

involved and may be to the point of micro-managing at the high

school.  Diana acknowledged John’s point and if Melinda and the

high school feel the Committee should back down, that is fine as long

as the students know they are welcome.  Melinda said the lines of

communication have been opened.  Don agreed and said “Office

Hours” has opened doors to students as well; they carry that

message to the student body; Miss Moore, the Student Council

Advisor, is also aware.  Melinda said we are promoting best practice,

it does not have to be in policy.

Ann Marie Roy and Maria Ursini left the meeting at 8:00 PM.

Violence Policies / Sexual Orientation Discrimination

Bill O’Dell had raised issue with the first reading of Policy JGF that

the phrase inserted as the intent does not fit.  Diana suggested

moving the phrase to the bottom of the policy.  Similar policies that



address violence (JFCJ and JFC) are also affected.  The Committee

questioned and discussed the differences between defensive action,

retaliation, assault and engaged fighting.  Don and Guy explained that

assault is a threat to do harm; in investigating a fight, if a perpetrator

is not clearly identified, both parties are treated as equal; sometimes

this is not fair but many times there is equal blame.  This is a difficult

process and students are being educated to disengage if assaulted;

once they start punching back, they will get a consequence.  Melinda

added these incidents often have a history.  

Karen asked if pushing an aggressor away is considered defense or

fighting, and should this be explained in the student handbook or in

policy.  Melinda felt we cannot be that specific, it is up to the

administrator to make the judgment.  Don said the handbook does

not specify what is offensive and what is defensive.  The Committee

agreed that these policies do not require more definition.  Karen

wanted assurance that administrators are looking at these things and

take each incident on a case by case basis.  Don assured her they

absolutely do.  Denise felt Karen was looking for clarification that

should come from Andrew Henneous and Ed.  

MOTION:  Denise Arsenault motioned to submit Policy JGF to the

School Committee for a second reading with the following

adjustments:  remove the word “INTENT” and move the new phrase

to the bottom of the policy.  John Bento seconded.  The motion

passed by a vote of 3 to 0.



Don Rebello, Guy Murgo and Karen Lynch left the meeting at 8:20 PM.

School Committee Goals

After discussion it was agreed that the best approach is to request a

special School Committee meeting facilitated by Melinda.  John will

meet with Melinda ahead of time; the 2007 goals will be sent to the

Committee again with a request for updated input; John and Denise

will look at the new goals submitted to define which are goals and

which are actually strategies.  John Bento will ask Paul Silva to put

this item on the November 9 workshop agenda under Chairperson’s

Initiatives.

Policy Review List

The remaining items are:  Chemical Health Policy and

Superintendent’s Continuous Improvement Plan.

Next Meeting

TBD

Adjournment

MOTION:  At 8:35 PM, Denise Arsenault motioned to adjourn; John



Bento seconded.  The motion passed unanimously.

/ca


